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L i f e i n a One-room School 
By Amy Kathleen Stafford 
You have a l l heard of the l i t t l e red school-house but who 
has seen one? A l l the one-room schools I have seen have been 
frame b u i l d i n g s painted white, whitewashed l o g buildings or 
unpainted logs and one that was sheet metal, inside and out. 
During a heavy r a i n or hailstorm: you just l i s t e n e d to the ratlm 
on the roof. 
To these buildings came children who had no buses to r i d e * 
They t r a v e l l e d on foot, on horseback, i n two-wheeled carts,im 
buggies, on b i c y c l e s and i n winter on stoneboats, i n homemade 
sleighs,, on toboggans, on s k i i s , walked or sometimes father-
brought them with a team and s l e i g h i n the morning and came f o r 
them a f t e r school. E^ery school had a barn as horses were used 
to p u l l the v e h i c l e s . I have a picture of a family of seven c 
c h i l d r e n who rode one horse. That horse was loaded. 
The one-room school was not a very large b u i l d i n g and HBad 
a porch at one end which served as an entry and cloakroom. Most 
of the schools had only one door. One wall, usually the east) or 
west wall but sometimes the north, was a l l windows. They opened 
at the top and the bottom. Cool a i r came i n at the bottom anS 
hot a i r went out at the top. That was the a i r conditioning. In 
May and Jtine bulldogs buzzed up and down the window panes. 
The school was heated by a Waterbury heater placed aT the 
back of the room. I t was made l i k e a furnace with the firebasc i n 
the centre surrounded by a casing to c i r c u l a t e the heat. Some 
schools had box stoves with f l a t tops and i n the 1 9 2 0 s and 1 9 3 0 s 
b a r r e l heaters were common. These were cheap as they were made by 
the d i s t r i c t blacksmith or handy-man from 45 gallon gas or o i l 
drums.The chimney was at the front of the room with a long s t r i n g 
of stovepipes so as much heat as possible could be u t i l i z e d . 
The teacher's deskwas on a raised platform, about six inches 
high at t h front of the room. It was often just a table with' a 
couple of drawers. An organ was an e s s e n t i a l part of every school. 
It stood i n one corner. Maps hung above the blackboards and a 
globe hung from the c e i l i n g , w i t h a rope and p u l l e y t o r a i s e 
and lower i t . A bookcase f o r l i b r a r y books was along one w a l l . 
At the back of the room was a bench f o r the wash b a s i n and the 
water f o u n t a i n or p a i l . 
I f the school had a w e l l , water was e a s i l y obtained i n 
summer and i n wiJEfeer i f you made sure there was always enough 
water t o thaw the pump; i n the mornigg. I f you f o r g o t you had 
to melt snow and heat the water t o do the j o b . I f the school had 
no w e l l the c h i l d r e n who drove t o school brought water fromh 
home every day i n a f i v e g a l l o n cream can. I n w i n t e r you o f t e n 
had i c e water i n the morning and i n summer i t was warm before 
b efore s c h o o l ended. 
The c h i l d r e n i n double desks. Each u n i t had a desk top w i t h 
a s h e l f beneath: and the seat f o r the next desk was a t t a c h e d t o 
the f r o n t . I n the centre of the top was an i n k - w e l l , which vms 
f i l l e d each morning from a quart b o t t l e of i n k . Most of the 
g i r l s wore t h e i r h a i r i n b r a i d s and the i n k - w e l l was the bane of 
t h e i r l i v e s . I f the b r a i d s were l y i n g on the desk behind them, 
they were o f t e n dyed i n t e n t i o n a l l y i n the i n k - w e l l . The i n k w 
was permanent and would not wash of the h a i r . I t had t o wear 
o f f or be cut o f f , s o the g i r l s wore m u l t i - c o l o r e d b r a i d s ; red 
and b l u e , blond and b l u e , brown and b l u e . Those w i t h black h a i r 
were l u c k y as the ink didnot show very p l a i n l y . 
The Department of Education s u p p l i e d readers f o r a l l the 
c h i l d r e n each y e a r . The reader became the p r o p e r t y of the c h i l d 
and has been kept and cherished through the y e a r s . I s t i l l l i k e 
to browse through the Alexandra Readers I r e c e i v e d at s c h o o l . 
The f i r s t ,part of the grade one reader was not p r i n t e d but w r i t -
t e n i n l o n g hand. C h i l d r e n wrote from fihe f i r s t day ^.t s c h o o l . 
Reading the p r i n t e d word came n a t u r a l l y as they progressed. By 
the end of the year, the c h i l d r e n could read p r i n t i n g and 
t r a n s c r i b e i t i n t o w r i t i n g . I t saved the c h i l d r e n l e a r n i n g two 
s t y l e s of w r i t i n g and a l l were good w r i t e r s . To t h i s day I aw a 
poor p r i n t e r and don'jt l i k e t o p r i n t . 
Other books needed by the c h i l d r e n were bought by the par-
ents as were the s c r i b b l e r s , p e n c i l s , e t c . S l a t e s were used f o r 
many years as they could be wiped o f f and used again and again. 
S l a t e s were very u s e f u l f o r s p e l l i n g and r a p i d c a l c u l a t i o n . 
Rapid c a l c u l a t i o n was given to She whole school every day. 
C h i l d r e n became very adept i n mathematical operations as a r e -
s u l t . 
Report cards were sent out each month. Marks were given i n 
percentages and the c h i l d ' s standing i n c l a s s was shown. Noc 
c h i l d wanted t o take home a report card t h a t showed he was l a s t 
i n the c l a s s and a l l strove to be f i r s t . 
A l l grades from one to eight were tauht i n the one room. 
Sometimes grade nine or t e n would be taught. I n one school I 
taught grade n i n e : o n l y a f t e r the r e g u l a r school day ended and 
the c h i l d r e n had been dismissed f o r the day. E x t r a hours For 
t e a c h e r but not e x t r a pay. 
The number of c h i l d r e n v a r i e d from l e s s £han twenty i f you 
were l u c k y t o f o r t y or more. I taught i n one school where there 
were F i f t y - t h r e e c h i l d r e n and pine grades. I had seven beginners 
and they spoke seven languages. One spoke E n g l i s h . T h e i r was no 
teacher - p u p i l r a t i o i n a one room-school. The c h i l d r e n ranged 
i n age from s i x t o s i x t e e n . 
The teacher w i t h eight grades could spend about 38 minutees 
a day w i t h each grade and you taught s i x t o eight periods i n 
each c l a s s . I n other words you taught 6 4 l e s s o n s i n 3 0 0 minutes. 
Sometime? you could double up two grades f o r a l e s s o n . Often you 
had e x t r a l e s s o n s as the primary grades might be d i v i d e d into 
s e v e r a l d i v i s i o n s a c c o r d i n g to a b i l i t y and were designated as 
1 A , IB and 16 e t c . 
Seatwork had t o be prepared and a v a i l a b l e f o r the c h i l d r e n 
i n each c l a s s w h i l e you taught seven other c l a s s e s . In primary 
grades there were l e t t e r and number cards w i t h which the chidren 
made the s p e l l i n g words, sentences, and mathematical equations. 
Sewing ca.rds, p l a s t i c i n e , weaving mats, s t e n c i l s and baaketry 
were some of the seatwork items used. 
The o l d e r c h i l d r e n would make maps, draw p i c t u r e s memorize 
poexry, w r i t e s t o r i e s or i f t h e i r work was done they could help 
c h i l d r e n who were having d i f f i c u l t y with t h e i r work. They also 
read l i b r a r y books. The Books of Golden Deeds and Aesops Fables 
were f a v o r i t e s along with the f a i r y t a l e s . A l l these s t o r i e s 
were short and had a moral to them. The children learned about 
ethics and r i g h t and wrong behavior, kindness, respect, honour, 
consideration: and many other desireable q u a l i t i e s . They read 
the s t o r i e s over and over and never seemed to t i r e of them. 
Some ch i l d r e n l i k e d to memorize. When I went to a one room 
school, I memorized every poem i n my: readers, regardless of 
length, whether a few l i n e s or many pages such as the Ancient 
Mariner. Other childre n just l i s t e n e d to the lessons of the : 
other grades. 
Children enjoyed school and seldom missed even i f they diid 
not f e e l w e l l . They lobked forward with great a n t i c i p a t i o n ^ t o 
Friday afternoon, not because it" was the l a s t day before a free 
weekend but because of the fun. There was always something 
s p e c i a l on FRiday such as: s p e l l i n g bees i n which every c h i l d 
took part even the beginners. Each c h i l d wanted to win the 
match. There were no poor s p e l l e r s as s p e l l i n g was p r a c t i s e * 
any where and anytime. 
Sometimes there were geography matches or debates. We lifeid 
a rithmetic matches too, to learn addtion and subtraction combi-
nations and m u l t i p l i c a t i o n tables. I f the match of the day ended 
before the school day games were played. A f a v o r i t e was Charades, 
of which there were several versions. 
D i s c i p l i n e problems were few and f a r between. The children 
knew what was expected of them. They a l l worked and played t o -
gether. The older ones looked a f t e r the younger ones. Peer 
status was unheard of. The children, were just a big happy family 
who took pride i n themselves, t h e i r work and each other. It didn't 
matter i f you were sixteen and i n grade two or i f ymu f a i l e d the 
exams; you just t r i e d harder. No one was c a l l e d a dummy or a 
brain. You were accepted f o r what you were. 
There was no ..sports equipment i n the one-room school, but 
but c h i l d r e n always found something t o p l a y . With the f i r s t 
s n o w f a l l of the winter,Pox and Goose r i n g s were seen i n the 
y a r d , these were renewed w i t h every s n o w f a l l and they were 
re s p e c t e d . C h i l d r e n knew they would be i n t r o u b l e i f they cut 
across the r i n g i n s t e a d of staying on the p a t h s . I f the school 
had a w e l l , s t r i p s of i c e were made f o r s l i d i n g . These were 
much n i c e r i f t h e i r was a slope t o the ground. The c h i l d r e n 
never complained about pumping or c a r r y i n g water f o r the s l i d e . 
Many p a i r s of mocassins were worn out s l i d i n g on those strip® 
of i c e . A k n o l l i n the school yard made a toboggan s l i d e . I f 
s l e d s were not a v a i l a b l e a piece of cardboard wuold do f o r a 
s l e i g h . 
Snow f o r t s weF@ b u i l t w i t h the f i r s t s o f t snow f Then a 
b a t t l e r o y a l would s t a r t t h a t would l a s t t i l l s p r i n g . The 
c h i l d r e n were out a recess and nnon f i g h t i n g b a t t l e s regardDBess 
of the c o l d . Sometimes one team owned: the f o r t and sometimes 
the other team. 
When the snow melted i t was time f o r marbles and s M p p i n g 
ropes and hopscotch. Marbles were not played f o r keeps. Ropes 
f o r s k i p p i n g were o f t e n braided from binde r twine. 
Tag was a f a v o r i t e game as there were many v e r s i o n s : p3fain 
t a g , squat t a g , poison tag , cross t a g etc.Pump ,Pump P u l l Away 
was played i n c o o l weather. There were many kin d s of hunting 
games such as Run Sheep Run, Hide and Seek, Blindman's Buff, 
K i c k the Can, Sheep Pen Down and Red L i g h t . 
S i n g i n g games and round games were popular. To name a 
few,there was Lbndon 3r i d g e , Nuts and May, Parmer i n the D e l l , 
D"O the Handkerchief, Oats and 3eans and B a r l e y , I n and Out the 
Windows, Three Deep, and boys always l i k e d Bu&l i n the Ring. A l l 
the c h i l d r e n , boys and g i r l s played the games. 
Of course there were b a l l games, i f someone' had a ball . M o s t 
of the b a l l s were I n d i a rubber and could not be h i t w i t h a tet, 
A n t i High Over, Catch ,Keep Away, and Rounders were played.Base-
b a l l was played when someonenhad a b a l l t h a t was s o l i d enough 
to be h i t w i t h a bat. In the s p r i n g we combed the cows t o make 
h a i r B a l l s . A s m a l l amount of h a i r was r o l l e d between the hands 
u n t i l i t became a hard b a l l . More h a i r was added and r o l l e d 
u n t i l you hard a f a i r l y large b a l l . The more you r o l l e d the 
better b a l l you made and the harder i t would be when i t was 
f i n i s h e d . They didn't l a s t very long and could not go very fiar 
when batted. I f every c h i l d made a b a l l they did very w e l l . The 
bat was a much easier problem. Any/ small tree or piece of bo^rd 
could be used f o r a bat. To make enough players a l l the children-
had to play. 
On stormy or rainy days when the childr e n could not play-
outside they played such games as; I Spy or going On a Journey, 
or blackboard games such as Hangman, Noughts and Grosses, and 
J o i n the Dots. 
Children l i k e d to play t r i c k s on the teacher. An a l e r t 
teacher knew what to expect as she looked the class over a f t e r 
they assembled before she opened any drawers. Always some c h i l d 
would give you a clue by pretending to be busy but would cas* 
s l y glances your way or he would hide h i s grins behind h i s Itends. 
You could expect a gopher, mouse, fr o g or a garter snake toocome 
out of the drawer. You might ask what was i n the drawer or liave 
someone get something out of i t . 
During the year there were several s p e c i a l days. Arbor Day 
i n May was the f i r s t a f t e r the snow went. Parents came to school. 
The women cleaned and polished the school: the children raked 
and cleaned the yard; the men repaired the fences, t i d i e d up 
the woodpile, cleaned the barn and prepared the school garden 
for p l a n t i n g . The children brought trees which were planted i n 
the school yard. A f t e r the work was done a p i c n i c was held. 
Mothers brought a l l kinds of good things to eat. They sometimes 
made ice-cream; with the children v i e i n g wi£h each other to turn 
the f r e e z e r . I remember one year they had a l l the makings but; 
had forgotten the egg beater. Someone said the eg^rs would be 
beaten as the freezer was turned, '-the ice-cream was made and 
l e f t to r i p e n while lunah was being eaten. The children were 
excited when i t was time f o r the t r e a t . Mothers began dishing 
out ice-cream that contained a couple of dozen perfectly round 
gold nuggets; the egg;.yolks had not broken but were frozen 
whole. 
l i t the f a l l there was the School P a i r . The Department of 
/ 
A g r i c u l t u r e sent seeds i n bulk t o the schools i n the s p r i n g . 
These were d i v i d e d among the c h i l d r e n t o take home and plant 
i n t h e i r own gardens. Some seeds were saved f o r the school 
garden.In the f a l l the produce was entered i n the school f a i r 
and the c h i l d r e n competed against s e v e r a l other schools. They 
a l s o entered t h e i r best school work,. The c h i l d r e n r e c e i v e d 
p o i n t s f o r t h e i r e n t r i e s . The c h i l d who had the most p o i n t s 
f o r h i s e x h i b i t s went t o Olds A g r i c u l t u r e : School f o r one week 
the f o l l o w i n g summer. The c h i l d who was second r e c e i v e d a set 
of e n c y c l o p e d i a . 
The Christmas Concert was the most important event of the 
ye a r . A l l the c h i l d r e n took p a r t , even some of the preschoolers 
s t i l l at home.I remember being i n the Christmas Concert when I 
was f o u r years o l d . Iremember my r e c i t a t i o n and how scared I 
was when I walked through the wings and saw Santa Claus s i t t i n g 
t h e r e . The concert each year was always the best yet and was 
always p e r f e c t i n the eyes of the parents. The t r e e was decorated 
w i t h candles i n l i t t l e t i n h o l d e r s the c l i p p e d on the branches. 
They would not be allowed today but I never heard of a f i r e 
b eing s t a r t e d by the candles. 
The c u l m i n a t i o n of the school year was the year end g i c n i c , 
w i t h games, co n t e s t s and eats. Parents o f t e n j o i n e d the fun and 
were lways welcome. 
I have s a i d a l o t about the school and i t s i n h a b i t a n t s but 
perhaps the teacher should be mentioned. Among other th i n g s ashe 
was expected to be a leader i n the community, which was oft e n a 
d i f f i c u l t r o l e f o r young people j u s t s t a r t i n g on t h e i r own. 
I began t e a c h i n g when there were three c l a s s e s of teachers. 
Many students were unable to take grade twelve i n t h e i r home 
schools and could not a f f o r d t o go away to school where i t was 
taught. They could go to Normal School f o r teacher t r a i n i n g 
w i t h a grade eleven education. The students who had grade twelve 
and completed a year at Normal School, r e c e i v e d a F i r s t Class 
Cert i f i c a t e . T h i s e n t i t l e d then to teach a l l grades. The students 
w i t h grade eleven and one year of Norm -1 School,iBeceived a 
Second Class C e r t i f i c a t e e n t i t l i n g them t o teach grades one to 
e i g h t and grades nine and ten at the d i s c r e t i a n of the school 
board and i n s p e c t o r . Those students who f a i l e d some of the 
Normal School courses were given a T h i r d Glass C e r t i f i c a t e 
which e n t i t l e d them t o teach f o r a few months and then they 
had t o take the Normal School course a g a i n . Teaher t r a i n i n g 
was a short course and was used as a stepping stone t o other 
c a r e e r s . Teachers taught only l o n g enough t o earn money t o 
enable them t o go to u n i v e r s i t y f o r d e s i r e d career t r a i n i n g . 
The year I went t o Normal School there wer only two 
c l a s s e s of grade twelve students; one of boys and one of g i r l s , 
and f i v e c l a s s e s of grade eleven students. One c l . s was boys. 
There were no mixed c l a s s e s . 
The t e a c h e r had t o apply f o r a job.There was al a r g e s u r -
p l u s of teac h e r s and many wrote s e v e r a l hundred a p p l i c a t i o n s 
before g e t t i n g a job. S a l a r i e s were $1600 a year and you weiee 
p a i d on a t e n month B a s i s . During the months of J u l y and 
August the teacher had no income. You were h i r e d on a y e a r l y 
c o n t r a c t . I f you proved s a t i s f a c t o r y ; t h a t i s i f your grade 
eight students passed, your once a year i n s p e c t o r ' s report 
was good, you had not antagonized the school board and you 
w i t h an approved bachelor i n the d i s t r i c t , y o u could be asked 
to t e a c h another year and you signed a new c o n t r a c t . I f a g i r l 
got married she had t o r e s i g n u n l e s s requested by the board to, 
remain. I was l u c k y ; I got married and was asked t o stay. The 
c u t t i n g of s a l a r i e s was begun hy teachers t o get a job. Many 
taught f o r $500 a year. Again I was lucky as I never taught 
f o r l e s s than $1000. You got the job then the board t o l d you 
where you were t o board. Many teachers shared a room and bed 
w i t h some of the c h i l d r e n i n the f a m i l y . I was lucky again 
and always had my own room. 
Some schools had sme.ll teacherages, u s u a l l y one room w i t h 
the e s s e n t i a l f u r n i t u r e . Some teachers paid r e n t , others d i d 
the j a n i t o r work i n the school. One year I l i v e d im a room at 
the back of the s c h o o l . I had a bed, t a b l e , two c h a i r s , and a 
sheet metal cookstove. The b u i l d i n g h a i s e t t l e d and the outside 
door would not shut t i g h t . I t was h e l d almost shut w i t h a pjaece 
of w i r e . I n r e t u r n f o r t h i s home I made the f i r e i n the s c h o o l -
room; a l l but one morning when I s l e p t i n and awoke to hear the 
c h i l d r e n making the f i r e . 
Once the teacher was s e t t l e d i n the d i s t r i c t she seldom 
got a chance to go t o town or entertainments outside of the 
d i s t r i c t , as she hsd no means of t r a n s p o r t a t i o n . I have walked 
s i x m i l e s t o town on F r i d a y n i g h t and back on Monday morning i n ' 
time f o r s c h o o l . The school where I l i v e d i n the back room d i d 
not have t h a t problem as there were 13 bachelors w i t h i n a milLe 
of the s c h o o l . Each one t r i e d t o a r r i v e f i r s t i f there was a _ 
p a r t y or dance i n the area. I t o f t e n posed a d i f f i c u l t problem 
but I never l a c k e d f o r fun or entertainment. 
Depression years were d i f f i c u l t f o r school boards who o f t e n 
d i d not have money to pay s a l a r i e s even at $ 5 0 0 a year. I n <me 
d i s t r i c t : the board could not pay the teacher, The teacher csould 
not pay her board, her l a n d l o r d could not pay h i s t h r e s h i n g b i l l . , 
the thresherman could not pay h i s t a x e s . On a piece of paper-the 
thresherman p a i d h i s taxes,, the board p a i d the teacher, the t e a c h e r 
p a i d her board the l a n d l o r d p a i d h i s t h r e s h b i l l . Each got a 
r e c e i p t , the books were balanced, the b i l l s were pai d but no one 
had any monejr-
I n 1 9 3 0 I l e f t my school without r e c e i v i n g a l a r g e p a r t of 
my s a l a r y . I was s t i l l t e a c h i n g f o r $ 1 0 0 0 a year. I thought I 
would never c o l l e c t and forgot about i t . I taught i n another 
school f o r a year, got married and stayed f o r another year before 
I q u i t . Near the end of World War 1 1 , I r e c e i v e d a l e t t e r from 
the school board w i t h a cheque f o r my unpaid s a l a r y f o r 1 9 2 9 - 3 0 . 
The teacher w-s expected to look a f t e r the j a n i t o r work, 
e s p e c i a l l y i f she l i v e d i n the teacherage. Often they p a i d a 
c h i l d ten cents a night to sweep the f l o o r a f t e r s c h o o l . The 
t e a c h e r was nurse maid to the younger c h i l d r e n and o f t e n had t o 
wash and dry underwear f o r a c h i l d who had an a c c i d e n t . There 
were no h e a l t h nurses so she watched f o r signs of disease among 
the c h i l d r e n and report i t t o the board. L i c e and scabies were 
common. The board would contact the doctor,who would p r e s c r i b e 
remedies such as Glean Head L o t i o n or Mercury Ointment. Teacher 
sen4: these home w i t h the c h i l d r e n . Sometimes she had t o f i n e 
comb and t r e a t the c h i l d r e n ' s h a i r at s c h o o l . She was a l s o , t h e 
s a n i t a r y engineer and had t o see t h a t the oufchouses and barns 
were i n good c o n d i t i o n . 
I t h i n k the worst job o f a l l was being government agent 
d u r i n g the Crow and Gopher E x t e r m i n a t i o n grpgram. The govern-
ment one cent f o r crow f e e t and gopher t a i l s and two cents f o r 
crow eggs. Teacher counted the t a i l s and f e e t and the eggs, then 
f i l l e d out r e q u i s i t i o n forms f o r payment. One day a boy cameJ" t o 
s c h o o l w i t h a water p a i l of gopher t a i l s and crow f e e t . I don't 
know how l o n g he had been c o l l e c t i n g them butthey were very 
h i g h . That was the l a s t year I. counted t a i l s and f e e t . 
Much can be s a i d f o r the one-room sc h o o l . The c h i l d r e n 
l e a r n e d t o be independent, t o work f o r themselves, t o help the 
other c h i l d r e n and t o do a good j o b . 
